ABSTRACT Many epidemiological studies of the relation between work and disease use information on work history obtained by interview from the study subjects. A validation study was undertaken to evaluate the accuracy of this information collected from 100 workers in a shipbuilding industry. The information furnished by the workers was compared with that present in the company's registers. The work history (job titles and starting dates) was relatively accurate and the validity varied with the number of events to declare and with their duration; it also depended on the type of information and the precision required. histories reconstructed from interviews with workers. The validity of such information is not well documented. The few studies on the validity of job histories have compared workers' interview data with the corresponding information obtained by interviewing employers.2 " Only one study attempted to confirm the employers' name provided by employees using an objective source of information, a government pension plan registry.4 In the present study workers were interviewed about their occupational history during their employment at a single company. The validity of these data was assessed using the information recorded in the company registers as a reference.
The validity of any information expresses the extent to which it measures what it purports to measure.' Validity is difficult to assess in occupational studies because a source of true information is often lacking. Company records are sometimes incomplete or inaccessible. When people have worked for several employers, as is often the case, it is difficult to link the records of these companies. For these reasons, many epidemiological studies on the relation between occupational exposure and disease rely on working histories reconstructed from interviews with workers. The validity of such information is not well documented. The few studies on the validity of job histories have compared workers' interview data with the corresponding information obtained by interviewing employers.2 " Only one study attempted to confirm the employers' name provided by employees using an objective source of information, a government pension plan registry.4 In the present study workers were interviewed about their occupational history during their employment at a single company. The validity of these data was assessed using the information recorded in the company registers as a reference.
Methods
The study population consisted of 100 male employees in a shipbuilding yard. This company was chosen because the employer kept a detailed administrative work record for each employee and because workers were mobile within the company and could have held several jobs at various times during their employment. One hundred and fifty men with at least five Accepted 9 March 1987 years' employment were randomly selected from the company's 1750 active employees at the time of the study. As a secondary objective of the study was to assess the accuracy of occupational history obtained from next of kin seven workers with no respondent were excluded. Forty three subjects refused to participate. One hundred workers gave informed consent and constituted the final study population.
Trained interviewers met the subjects at home and obtained information on personal characteristics and occupational history at the shipyard. Workers were requested to identify all jobs held for at least six months, beginning chronologically with their present job, and to provide the starting and finishing dates of each working period. The detailed characteristics of each job were recorded in order to prevent miscoding job titles because of the different ways in which they are named. Subjects were unaware that the study entailed a check in the company's registers.
The corresponding information on job titles and dates was independently abstracted from the employer's administrative records. For each worker, all working periods of at least six months' duration were cumulated for each job title. The present report concerns the main job, defined as the one held by each employee for the longest cumulative period according to the employer's records.
One of the authors (RB) independently coded all the information from the workers' interviews and from the company records. The company's coding numbers were used to identify job titles in both interview and record data. Identification of the main job title by the workers was considered valid when the code number was identical to that in the company records. For dates, the information was judged valid when the difference in time between the date given by the subject and the corresponding date in the company records was 12 months or less.
Results concerning the title and the starting date of the main job were expressed as percentages of valid answers. These percentages were analysed according to workers' characteristics-age, education, number of jobs, time elapsed since the beginning of the main job, and duration of employment in the main job. Statistical significance was assessed by chi-square and Fisher exact tests. 5 The simultaneous effects of the potential determinants of the validity were examined by logistic analysis.6 The analyses were supported by Statistical Analysis Systems Inc.
Results
The distribution of the subjects by personal and employment characteristics is presented in table I (first column). All workers provided information on title and starting and ending dates of their main job. Data pertaining to ending date are not presented as 
Discussion
The validity of self reported work history assessed in this study depended on the complexity and remoteness of the information sought. Job titles were more accurately identified by workers than starting dates. The number ofjobs held, the time elapsed since the beginning of the job to the report, and the level of education of the subjects were determinants of the validity of the occupational history.
The present study did not cover the occupational history of workers in its entirety since we had access only to the one company's records. The great mobility of employees within this comfpany, however, permrtitted the collection of information on many jobs, which rendered the occupational history sought closer to a life working history. Data were thus collected on all the jobs held in the company and their starting and ending dates. Because of the wide range of the information gathered, we first restricted our analysis to a small portion of the data collected, the one concerning the main job. As the major concern in Validity of self reported work history occupational studies is about jobs held for the longest period, to assess a main exposure, the present findings concerning the validity of the information about the main job in the enterprise under study could be readily interpreted.
In a previous investigation the information obtained by interviewing 50 individuals was compared with that provided by their employers on a questionnaire.2 The percentage of agreement between workers and employers was 90% for job duties, 76% for job titles, and 71% for duration of employment. By comparison, we obtained a higher validity for the information provided by the employees concerning their main job: 89% for job title, 76% for starting date.
Keating et al used employers' interview data to validate the information on job duties, job duration, and wages provided by 236 unemployed individuals.3 Data from the two sources were strongly correlated. Although employers had access to company records to answer questions on employees' work history, their being an intermediary between the records and the researchers was a potential source of bias. In our study the risk of information bias was reduced by abstracting the work history directly from the company records on an independent sheet from the interview data, thus making the collection blind. As the information to validate (job titles and dates) was not controversial, as would be the level of exposure to a toxic agent, the data kept by the company for administrative purposes were considered to be accurate.
A recent study in Montreal validated the information obtained from 297 workers by interview, using the Quebec Pension Plan records as a reference.4 The results, presented in person-years of concordance between the two sources, showed 82% agreement on employers' names declared for each of the 13 years of the study. The authors found a higher degree of agreement for the workers who had held two or more jobs. They found no significant effect of age, education, or family income on the accuracy of report. In our study a similar association was observed between the number ofjobs held and the validity of the information on work history. Nevertheless, education was also identified as a significant determinant of the validity of the starting date which is a more elaborate piece of information to remember.
Many studies have outlined the importance of memory as a distorting factor in reporting past events.7 10 The more distant the events are in time, the less valid is the information reported. The importance of the events in terms of personal or social significance, however, counterbalances the effect of time on memory or the capacity to report accurately these events.'1 Keating et al compared the reports of occupational 31 events between the immediate and more distant past, and concluded that validity remained as high for jobs held up to six years before the interview as for jobs held just before it.3 Baumgarten et al evaluated the influence of the distance in time of the occupational events on the accuracy of their report.4 No difference was observed in the validity of information of recent (2-8 years) and remote (9-15 years) events.
In our study distance in time makes a significant contribution after controlling for the number of jobs held and education. This 
